Abstract. This is an exploratory study which investigates the reasons influencing Diploma in Accountancy (DIA) students' intention to pursue or not pursue a Bachelor of Accountancy (BAcc) degree programme. The Theory of Reasoned Action (TRA) is used as a basis for the study. The research involves collecting primary data through survey questionnaires. 250 questionnaires were distributed to the final year DIA students in MARA Professional College. Based on the findings, the reasons that influence students' intention to pursue are: the hope to earn a good salary, higher future earnings potential and greater employability in the future. In contrast, the reasons for non-pursuance of a BAcc programme are because students think that they can develop their potential for personal growth and career development with other degree programmes or they want to get jobs and start working after obtaining the DIA. These findings would be useful to the Ministry of Education, the universities as well as the professional bodies to ensure that the students continue their studies in the accounting discipline to achieve their full potential.
Introduction
In Malaysia, a diploma programme is one of the many entry routes to a degree programme. This route is an additional opportunity for, mainly Bumiputera, students who could not enter into a degree programme due to academic or financial reasons. Similarly, students who complete their Diploma in Accountancy (DIA) programmes can opt to pursue the Bachelor of Accountancy (BAcc) programme. MARA Professional College or Kolej Professional MARA (KPM) is one of the Malaysian institutions that offer the DIA programme. KPM is managed by the Majlis Amanah Rakyat or Public Trust Council (MARA). One of the main objectives of KPM is to provide technical and skill based competence to Bumiputera students, who fail to meet entry requirements into the matriculation programme at any university [1] . These students, who are normally from rural and financially disadvantaged backgrounds are given an alternative route to better employment opportunities or higher education through KPM.
Unfortunately, the report from KPM to the Ministry of Education (MOE) on 2005 -2012 statistics revealed that only about 19% of the DIA graduates pursued their studies to a bachelor degree. Out of this percentage, some of the DIA graduates chose to continue their studies in other fields, such as Bachelor in Management, Business Studies, Marketing and Finance. Thus, a very small percentage pursued the BAcc programme.
Since a degree in BAcc is normally a stepping stone towards attaining a professional accounting qualification, particularly for Bumiputera students, the concern is that these students will fail to proceed towards a career as a professional accountant. This problem is considered dire, as only 8 percent of professional accountants registered by the Malaysian Institute of Accountants (MIA) are Bumiputera. Therefore, the Malaysian government and the MIA are encouraging more Bumiputera accountants. However, their plans may be hampered if a significant percentage of these Bumiputera students from the DIA programme do not follow through by pursuing a BAcc degree nor a professional qualification later.
Therefore, it is vital for this study to investigate and explore the possible reasons that could lead these students to either pursue or hinder them from pursuing the BAcc programme. This study is essential as it provides needed baseline information to institutions that offer the DIA programme, particularly KPM. The lecturers from the DIA programmes could highlight the facts that are in line with reasons for DIA students to pursue the BAcc programme. At the same time, DIA programme lecturers could pacify concerns that the students may have to enable them to pursue a BAcc programme.
Moreover, this study is timely because accounting departments in higher learning institutions can use these findings in their strategies to increase students' enrolment. Based on the reasons provided by the students, the MOE and universities could then promote the factors that would enable these students to pursue a BAcc degree and alleviate the factors that would deter them from doing so. Furthermore, DIA students from KPM tend to come from less financially advantaged family backgrounds, thus this may also affect their pursuance of a BAcc programme. Hence, this study extends the literature, which mainly focuses on factors that influence the decisions of secondary school students to further their studies in accounting at the tertiary level, whereas others focus on factors that influence accounting graduates from pursuing a professional qualification.
The next section reviews the relevant literature, followed by a discussion on the theory and research method. Subsequently, the findings are discussed prior to concluding the study.
Literature review
Several factors influence decision making [2] , thus understanding these factors is important to comprehend the outcome. Prior studies have investigated intrinsic and extrinsic factors in various contexts [3] , however the review of the literature will focus on Malaysian students' decisions to major in accounting.
Factors influencing students' intention to enrol in BAcc degree were investigated on 173 students from public and private higher learning institutions in Penang and Kedah [4] . The results logically showed that students intend to enrol in the BAcc when they have a positive attitude towards it. On the other hand, a survey was conducted on the first batch of 50 accounting students in Universiti Malaysia Sarawak, to identify the factors influencing the decision of these students to accept the offer of accounting as a major [5] . The study revealed that job prospect has a significant influence over the students' decision to choose accounting. Similarly, a survey was carried out on 400 students from the International FourA 2016 06003 (2017) Islamic University Malaysia and Tunku Abdul Rahman College [6] . The study was conducted on the influential factors of students' intention to enrol in the accounting programme. The factors were divided into three categories: attitude towards accounting (ATT), subjective norm (SN) and amount of information on accounting (AIA). Their findings showed that ATT, SN and AIA significantly influenced the male students' intention to enrol in the accounting programme; while the female students were mostly influenced by ATT and SN.
In examining the Bumiputera DIA students in Malaysia, 65 questionnaires were distributed to selected respondents in final year DIA programme [7] . It was found that the decline in the number of students enrolling in the BAcc programme was due to the decline in the number of students achieving the required CGPA to be eligible to enrol in the programme. The findings also reveal that the university, lecturers and students all have significant roles to play in helping the students to obtain the desired result. Another study conducted a survey on 66 final year DIA students in UiTM Kedah [8] . However, this study focused on the factors influencing the students' decision to pursue professional accounting qualification. The two main influencing variables were CGPA and the availability of a study grant.
The review of the literature indicates that in the Malaysian context, the studies tend to investigate accounting students' decision to select accounting as a major subsequent to their joining the BAcc programme. Thus, the sample may be positively biased. However, DIA students come from a different route, hence may have other motivations to pursue or not to pursue a BAcc programme. The literature review has shown that there are limited studies on DIA students, particularly in relation to their pursuing a BAcc programme.
Theory and research method
This study refers to the Theory of Reasoned Action (TRA), which was theorised by Martien Fishbein and Icek Ajzen [9, 10] . TRA suggests that a person's behaviour is determined by his or her intention to perform the behaviour and that this intention is, in turn, a function of his or her attitude towards the behaviour and subjective norms. In this study, a DIA student's intention to pursue a BAcc programme is predicted by his or her attitude towards the programme, and the student's perception towards it may be influenced by several factors. However, since DIA students are a largely unstudied population, in this context this study is deemed exploratory in nature. Since the aim of the study is to explore and discover the factors that influence DIA students' decision, the TRA is only referred to as a basis of study, thus the research has not specifically categorised the influencing factors into attitude nor subjective norms. Furthermore, being exploratory, the study was unable to draw a hypothesis.
The questionnaire survey method is used to collect this study's data. The questionnaire was adapted from prior literature [8, 11, 12, 13] . Subsequent to the demographic information in Section A of the questionnaire, the study enquires on the respondent's intention to pursue a BAcc programme in Section B. If the respondent's answer is a `Yes' in this section, the respondent will proceed to answer Section C. In contrast, if it is a 'No', the respondent will answer Section D. There are 18 items each in Sections C and D to measure the reasons to pursue or not to pursue a BAcc programme, respectively. Both these sections use a five-point Likert scale ranging from 1 = `No Influence' to 5 = 'Very Strong Influence' and 1 = 'Strongly disagree' to 5 = 'Strongly agree', respectively.
After conducting the pilot test, the questionnaires were distributed to a total of 250 final year DIA students in four KPMs: KPM Indera Mahkota, Kuantan, KPM Beranang, Selangor, KPM Ayer Molek, Melaka and KPM Bandar Penawar, Kota Tinggi, Johor. Final year students were the target respondents as they were contemplating their future following FourA 2016 06003 (2017) graduation. The response rate was 82%. Then, the data was analysed primarily using 'means' to determine the extent of influence of each factor.
Results and discussion of findings
Reflecting the general demographics of the population of DIA students, 73% of the respondents were female students. Out of the 205 students who responded to the questionnaire, 153 students (75%) intend to pursue a BAcc programme. The remainder (25%) do not intend to pursue a BAcc programme. From the 52 students who do not want to pursue a BAcc programme, 19.2% and 55.8% intends to pursue a professional qualification or other degree programmes, respectively. Means have been used to measure the reasons to pursue and not to pursue a BAcc degree. The standard deviations for these reasons are minimal and ranges between 0.363 and 0.639. Having acceptable standard deviation is logical as this data is primary data gathered through questionnaires. Furthermore, the Likert scale ranges from between 1 and 5, hence there are no extreme values.
The means in Table 1 have been ranked from the highest to lowest to indicate the most to least influential reasons. Analysing Table 1 , the main factor to motivate students to pursue a BAcc programme is a good salary as shown by the first 3 items. The potential for personal and career development is the next reason, followed by genuine interest in figures. It is interesting that the students consider their interests and self development first before employability opportunities, which is ranked next. Then, the students consider contribution to the society and prestige as a BAcc degree holder. The importance of income potential and job prospects is consistent with prior literature [7, 14] . FourA 2016 06003 (2017) Other factors that are taken into consideration in deciding to pursue a BAcc programme is the availability of scholarships. According to the results, family plays a more influential role than lecturers and friends. The students are also relatively confident about getting a job upon graduating from DIA.
In contrast, Table 2 lists the reasons not to pursue a BAcc programme. The top five items that influences students not to pursue is basically related to two factors: (1) They can still attain desired goals (i.e. personal and career development, enhance decision making ability and contribute to society) with other degree programmes. (2) They need to get a job, which they are quite certain they will get, after their DIA to help their families financially. The two items (items 2 and 3), which make up the second factor have identical means. The second factor is logical as these DIA students generally come from rural areas and relatively financially disadvantaged families. The means close to '3' indicate that the students were 'neutral' in relation to other items. As for the last four items, although these students do not intend to pursue a BAcc degree, they still consider that a BAcc degree holder has job security and prestige. This is because means close to '2' is a 'disagree' to the statements. These students also disagree that their lecturers advised them not to pursue a BAcc and that they disliked numbers.
Conclusion
In analysing the main reasons for both pursuing and not pursuing a BAcc programme, the students seem to be fixated on earning a salary. This is reasonable if they need to help their FourA 2016 06003 (2017) families' financial circumstances. Having to earn a salary is also a deterrent to pursuing a BAcc programme as these students need to start working immediately after graduating from DIA and help their families financially. Therefore, in addition to the financial assistance and scholarships given by the government and various institutions, the universities that offer the BAcc programme may need to become more innovative and offer part-time BAcc programmes that cater to full-time working students. The limitation of this study is that it only focused on DIA students from KPM, thus future studies could expand the sample to other diploma programmes and higher learning institutions. Furthermore, the findings of this study have to be confirmed through focus group discussion or interviews with the students. Nevertheless, the findings are useful to the MOE, KPM and universities to ensure that more Bumiputera students pursue a BAcc degree in their career path to becoming a professional accountant.
